






































































































































































































































































































































Bartolomé de Las Casas, 1484-1566. Narratio Regionum Indicarum per Hispanos Quosdam Deuastatarum Verissima (A Very True Account of the Destruction of the Indians by Certain Spaniards), Francofurti: Sumptibus Theodori et Jean Israël de Bry, et Ioannis Saurii typis, anno 1598.


At the time of the crafting of the 1542 New Laws, Bartolomé de Las Casas was asked to write a summary of his very lengthy oral presentation to the emperor and to the special Junta about the destruction in the Indies (the Larguísima relación) for the benefit of the young Prince Philip. Accordingly, in 1542, Las Casas wrote a “very brief account,” known as the Brevísima relación de la destruición de las Indias.  


In 1544, Friar Bartolomé became bishop of Chiapa, in which capacity he strove to implement the New Laws, and to fashion a model diocese based on peaceful evangelization and Spanish peasant colonization in this poorest of the New World dioceses. Because of a complex combination of factors stemming from opposition to the New Laws, his tenure as bishop was highly conflictive, and he was unable to achieve his goals. In 1546, after completing the required two-years of residence in his diocese, Bishop Las Casas went to the Mexican Ecclesiastical Conference where he convinced the assembled bishops to declare that encomenderos must make restitution to the Indigenous for excessive tributes, and to petition the Prince Regent for ecclesiastical immunity. Las Casas also persuaded the Junta of mendicant friars in New Spain to declare all slavery illegal. In 1547, before returning to Spain to lobby permanently at court for Indigenous rights, he appointed a vicar general for the diocese of Chiapa, and secretly issued Rules for confessors of conquistadores and encomenderos. 

In Spain, Bishop Las Casas continued to attend to diocesan matters en absentia, to recruit missionaries for the Indies, and to defend the Indigenous’ dignity, equality, and rights. In 1550, having completed the six-year episcopal term, he resigned from his bishopric, and devoted the remaining sixteen years of his life to writing, publishing, and defending his understandings of fact (el hecho) and of law (el derecho). For example, in the 1550-1551 Las-Casas-Sepúlveda debate on “the Indian question,” the retired bishop argued successfully against Juan Gínes de Sepúlveda’s contention that the conquest was legitimate because of the Indigenous’ “inferiority” and their “natural state as slaves.”  .

In 1552-1553 in Seville, Las Casas published a series of eight treatises, which were originally handwritten between 1541 and 1552, and which are referred to as “the Sevillian cycle” or “the small circle” of his writings. [See the commentary about these treatises in Section 245 of the Kislak Collection.] Printed with a special license that bestowed royal privilege, and distributed gratuitously, these treatises contained the best of Las Casas’s juridical-philosophic-theological thought: on the abolition of the encomienda and of slavery; on his debate with Sepúlveda; on rules for confessors of conquistadores and encomenderos; on the illegality of all armed conquests; on the Spanish monarch’s titles and the papal mandate to solely christianize; on the ultimate sovereignty of the monarch and the need for the consent of the governed; on royal power, its limitations, and public law; on human freedom and the rights of the Indigenous, as well as on the evils and harms done to the Indigenous by the Spanish conquistadores, encomenderos, and other officials. 

The central work of “the small circle” of these Sevillian publications was Las Casas’s Brevísima relación de la destruición de las Indias. Indeed, this 1542 “very brief account,” which Las Casas revised in 1546 and 1552, became his most well-known and controversial treatise. As non-Spanish editions of the Brevísima relación and of other treatises of “the small circle” were published in the Netherlands, France, England, Germany, and Italy, Las Casas’s writings about issues related to the Spanish colonies in the New World were used for different purposes: to bolster Calvinist Christian sentiments; to strengthen unity in the Netherlands, and to promote colonial expansionist enterprises.


The 1598 Narratio Regionum Indicarum per Hispanos Quosdam Deuastatarum Verissima publication of the Brevísima relación served moral and philosophical ends. This Latin edition, which is part of the Kislak Collection, (and its 1599 German version), both of which contained extraordinarily graphic illustrations by Jean Theodore and Jean Israël de Bry, were not published with the intent to vilify the whole Spanish nation, nor to unite the Dutch provinces. Rather, judging from the Praefatio ad Lectorem written by the de Bry brothers, they published Las Casas’s treatise to both demonstrate and affirm the Calvinist belief in the essential depravity of humans. Asserting that good and bad people are found everywhere, the brothers aimed at making people understand that a greedy passion for money was the root of all evil, and needed to be eradicated from their hearts. They also regarded Las Casas as a bonum virum, and commended the deceased Charles V for his efforts to liberate the Indigenous. However, the well-known illustrations by the de Bry brothers did much to spread the message throughout Europe about Spanish cruelty in the New World.  


